The Survival of the 4/é4'-drum 
From Mari to Elam (1787-1762 BC) 


By: Richard Dumbrill 


Figure 1. Stela from Girsu/Tello. Neo-Sumerian, Gudea period 2120-2110 BC. AO 4578, Musée du Louvre, Paris. 


The Mari archives have produced the most prolific textual evidence for the present 
paper. These texts have been extracted mainly from the Archives Royales de Mari, ARM, 
henceforth, especially from ARM XXIII and from the Vie Musicale a Mari, VMM 
henceforth, sous les derniéres Dynasties Amorrites (1787 -1762 BC). 

The alum was a large vertical wooden frame-drum, in its earliest form, on the basis that 


the word is preceded by the Sumerian determinative ‘GIS’ = wood, which suggests that 
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wood was a fundamental material from which the instrument was built, originally. The 
instrument was known at Mari as alam during the Old-Babylonian linguistic period and 
as ald during the Standard and Neo-Babylonian linguistic periods. It is a Sumerian loan 


word written GIS.A.LA. 


Textual evidence 

1) Let the chief singer sing your praise with the ald’. 

2) The voice of the oath demon is like the sound of the ald . 

3) The singers celebrate the gods with songs of joy and praise, to the accompaniment of 
a stringed instrument and of the a/d@ and grant to a singer in the sanctuary of the god 
Dunga a song where strings and drums are played. 

4) If Adad thunders like the ala . 

5) You thunder against me like the ald. 


Receipts of materials from specialised nagarum wood-workers 
6) Receipt from Naram-Ilisu. In instrument making, exclusively. 1 ga of vegetal oil for 
5 hides for the a/am/(s), received (su-ti-a) by Naram-Ilisu. 1 qa i-gi8 a-na pa-sa-as 5 kué ali-i 


Su-ti-a na-ra-am-i-li-su’, 


Epistolary under the reign of Yasmab-Addu 
7). From Ristya, your servant. It is to be feared that there are no al#m(s) and that the 
beats of the balaggum-instruments are not played for Terqa! Will my Lord manage 
without help from someone, for the wrvubdtum-ritual, and will abundance be assured? I 
will do all that my Lord asks! Would my Lord answer quickly to my message so that the 


music school does not stay without work’. 


Epistolary under the reign of Zimri-Lim 
8). From your servant Usur-Awassu | ...]. Regarding the fifty minas (MA.NA manim) 
of bronze that you sent me for the a/zm(s), it weighs only forty minas. Regarding the bull 
hides, we have not enough. I beg you to send me four hides from large bulls°. 
9). From Asgudum, your servant. I will take the aldém and the kubbusum and will have 
them brought and I will have the children transported on the chariots®. 
In three day’s time I will reach Jmar, so that there will be four days before the sacrifice 


of the donkey. 
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10). From Asgudum, your servant. About the transport of the alam, Hammu-Samar, 
my travelling companion said that we must get it to Tuttul. I have brought it to Aleppo. 
During the journey the cold affected me and the men on the barges. We could not draw the 
barges any longer. I gave up. I left the provisions in the barges. 

I only took five days of provisions and went up river. And you said that eight men would 
be enough. They lifted it but could not carry it. Twelve men lifted it but could not carry it. 
Sixteen men were needed. I said to Hammu-Samar that the men were not happy. Free 
them from the alam now. Without considering this matter he said: 'Have the alam 
brought now to Jmar.' I looked everywhere but I have not found men in Tuttul. It is 
therefore with my own men that I will carry the alam to Aleppo and I will keep with me 
the thirty bebrum-soldiers who came along with me. May my Lord be informed of it’. 

11). From Asgudum, your servant. My whole caravan is safe, my Lord’s servants that I 
led are safe. They have just entered Aleppo. It was Addu’s donkey and offerings are made. 
However, about the men about whom my Lord said: “The men, when you arrive will join 
you at Imar’. No men joined me at Jmar. Thanks to the men who travelled with me and 
with my servants, the alam arrived safely [. . .]at Aleppo, but the a/azm has worn out my 
men and their arms after lifting such a weight are exhausted. According to what my Lord 
said, eight men would be enough but it took thirty men and another thirty relief men came 


with my Lord’s caravan and according to my Lord’s orders*. 


Documents from the reign of Yasmah-Addu 


12). 5 biltum of bronze: weight of two moulds for an alam’. 


Documents from the reign of Zimri-Lim 
13). Provision of alum salt for the treatment of alam-hides to Puzur-Akka”’. 
14). 1 and 2/3 minas of bronze for making 120 rivets to stretch the hides of two alam(s), 
17 and 1/3 minas for 173 ‘stars’ of 10 siglum each and 165 ‘stars’ of 5 siglum each, of the 
two aluim(s), which were brought to Terga for their making; two alam(s)". 
15). One ga of oil to treat five hides of alaém(s), received by Naram-Ilisu™. 


Mari ritual texts 
16). I have sent you three messages about the leather-workers who build the alam... but 
you have not answered my message”’. 
17). Request for bull hides for an alam™. 
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Evidence of communication between Mari and Elam 


18). From Ristya and Isu-Ibbisu, your servants. About accommodation for the Elamite 
women (musicians), which our Lord mentioned in writing, we have thought about where 


to house them [x]. Please, do not worry about it”. 


Manufacture of the alam 

The indications in text 12 mentioning 5 biltum of bronze (5 x 30 kilogrammes = 150 
kilogrammes) for two ‘moulds’ for one alam, are unclear. Why two ‘moulds’, or are the 
two ‘moulds’ part of the structure of the alam itself? According to text 10, eight men 
could lift the a/ém but were not able to carry it. It needed 16 men but then, 30 more were 
hired. 

The weight of 5 biltum of bronze would be about 150 kilogrammes which divided by 
eight men would be 18.75 kilogrammes, a light weight for each to carry. This suggests that 
the alam on top of its own weight was most probably set on a special platform designed for 
its display and playing, adding a significant weight justifying the efforts of 16 and then 30 
men. 5 biltum of bronze were possibly cast as a frame on which hides would be stretched. 
From the model in figure 1, the diameter of the drum is about 1.7 metres. Thus, the bronze 
frame would have had a circumference of about 5 metres, a width of 17 centimetres and a 
thickness of about 20 millimetres, in which case the weight would have been about 150 
kilogrammes. 

Additionally, text 14 mentions 1 and 2/3 minas of bronze for making 120 rivets for the 
two alum(s), that is 60 for each. This number is more or less what we would number in 
figure 1. There were 17 and 1/3 minas for 173 ‘stars’ of 10 s¢glum each and 165 ‘stars’ of 5 
siglum each, for the two alam(s), that is about 86 for each alam. They might have been 
used for stretching the hide onto the frame, but how remains conjectural. 

Text 6 mentions 1 ga of vegetal oil for 5 hides for the (2) alam(s). One ga (Akkadian 
gum, Sumerian SILA) is about one litre. Text 13 mentions provision of alum salt for the 
treatment of alam-hides. Both oil and salt of alum are used in the treatment of hides. 

The alam would have been standing upright of a stand made of wood for its transport 
and display. If we estimate a reasonable weight of 30 kilogrammes for each of 16 men to carry, 
then the whole apparatus would have weighed around 500 kilogrammes. 

The average size of a whole cow hide is about 252 by 208 centimetres. However the usable 
surface is 180 by 150 centimetres. However, using the ‘unusable parts’ a drum head of a 


diameter of 180 centimetres would be possible as shown with figure 2 overleaf. 
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Figure 3. Two fragments of stela, Girsu/Tello. Left AO 4577; right AO 4579. 
© 2008 RMN-Grand Palais (Musée du Louvre) / Franck Raux. 
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Figure 4. Vessel depicting a smaller a/am (height 12cm) Girsu/Tello. Musée du Louvre, AO 5682. 


Figure 5. Stela for Marmor showing a smaller alam, Iraq Museum IM 75 208. 
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The Survival of the alam/ald drum 


|) stile Jb (tabl Ashura) 


Iranian Shiites take to the streets during the holy month of Muharram to commemorate 
the death of the third Imam, Hussein, slain along with 72 of his comrades in a battle against 


the army of the seventh-century caliph Yazid. The large drums, or tabl Ashura were used in 


battle to alert the public, disorient the enemy and direct troops. 


Figure 5. Left, the alam in Iraq during the Ashura celebration. 
Right, during the mourning of Muharram, Iran. 


Figure 6. https://www.aparat.com/v/nkISR Figure 7. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YfIACx8t1Q 
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Transporting a shrouded tabl Ashura/a/aém in Nava, a village about 100 km Northeast of Tehran. 
Perhaps a symbolic reenacting of the transport of the alam om Mari to Aleppo in texts 10 and 11. 
(REUTERS/Raheb Homavandi 16/12/2010) 
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Endnotes 


‘ald, substantive, in Standard and Neo-Babylonian. It is a Sumerian loanword written GIS.A.LA and in Old 
Babylonian a/dém in Mari. 


? Chicago Assyrian Dictionary CAD, Volume 1, p.377-8. 

>Provisional bibliography: ARM XXIII: 482; VLM: 174, p. 80. 

* Provisional bibliography: Floridegium Marianum henceforth FM IX: 20; VIM: 69, pp. 45-6. 
° Provisional bibliography: ARMT XXV1/2: 286; VLM: 131, p. 58. 

° Provisional bibliography: ARMT XXVI/1: 17; VM: 132, p. 58. 

’Provisional bibliography: ARMT XXVI/1: 18; VALM: 133, p. 58. 

* Provisional bibliography: ARMT XXVI/1: 20; VIM:134, p. 59 

* Provisional bibliography: ARMT XXI: 248; VIM: 210, p. 73 

* Provisional bibliography: ARMT XIII:136; (20 xii ZL 1’/-1773); VIM: 254, p. 78. 
“(Undated but estimated at ZL 1’/-1773) Provisional bibliography: FV: IIL:7; ARM: 204+; VIM: 255, p. 78 
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